
GNSI 
DECISION  
BRIEF

GNSI 
DECISION  
BRIEF

© 2024 Global and National Security Institute

A Covert Competition and a  
Competition Over Covert Action

Written by:
Jeff Rogg, JD, PhD

April 3, 2024





https://www.usf.edu/gnsi/research-policy/decision-briefs.aspx

A Covert Competition and a Competition Over Covert Action 
DB15

7KH�'2'�FXUUHQWO\�GH¿QHV�LUUHJXODU�ZDUIDUH�DV�³D�IRUP�RI�
warfare where states and non-state actors campaign to assure or 
coerce states or other groups through indirect, non-attributable, 
or asymmetric activities, either as the primary approach or in 
concert with conventional warfare [emphasis added].”xii This 
EURDG�GH¿QLWLRQ�DOORZV�WKH�'2'�WR�LQVHUW�LWVHOI�LQWR�DUH�
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WKH�5XVVLDQ�LQÀXHQFH�LQ�:HVWHUQ�(XURSH�EH\RQG�WKH�SRLQW�ZKHUH�
the Russian troops had reached” and therefore “thought that we 
ought to have some facility for covert operations.” However, he 
admitted, “[i]t did not work out at all the way I had conceived 
it….We had thought that this would be a facility which could be 
used when and if an occasion arose when it might be needed,” 
adding that he assumed that “[t]here might be years when we 
wouldn’t have to do anything like this.”xxviii In the face of the 
immediate threat posed by Soviet covert action, Kennan had 
perhaps forgotten his own advice in the conclusion to the Long 
Telegram: 

³)LQDOO\��ZH�PXVW�KDYH�FRXUDJH�DQG�VHOI�FRQ¿GHQFH�WR�FOLQJ�WR�
our own methods and conceptions of human society. After all, the 
greatest danger that can befall us in coping with this problem of 
Soviet communism, is that we shall allow ourselves to become 
like those with whom we are coping.”xxix

As the United States prepares for the covert competition ahead, it 
should heed Kennan’s counsel.
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•	 Which organization should take the lead in covert action? Should the DOD be the primary 
organization for conducting military, including paramilitary, covert action while the CIA have 
primary responsibility for political and economic covert action? 

�	 'R�LUUHJXODU�ZDUIDUH�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ZDUIDUH�UHTXLUH�VWDWXWRU\�GH¿QLWLRQV�WKDW�GHOLQHDWH�
organizational responsibilities, appropriations, and reporting requirements? If not, how can 
SROLF\PDNHUV�GLVWLQJXLVK�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�HVWDEOLVK�LGHQWL¿DEOH�ERXQGDULHV�EHWZHHQ�
organizations, authorities, and operations?

�	 'R�H[LVWLQJ�VWDWXWRU\�DXWKRULWLHV�DGHTXDWHO\�GH¿QH�DQG�JXLGH�FRYHUW�DFWLRQ�RSHUDWLRQV"�5HYLVLWLQJ�
D�GHEDWH�GXULQJ�WKH�&ROG�:DU��VKRXOG�WKHUH�HYHQ�EH�D�VWDWXWRU\�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�FRYHUW�DFWLRQ"

•	 How can policymakers ensure effective oversight of covert action, especially given its 
controversial history?

•	 How can the U.S. government avoid overusing or over-relying on covert action? How should 
policymakers incorporate covert action into broader American grand strategy and statecraft?
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 i The National Security Act of 1947��3XE��/���������th Congr., 1st sess., July 26, 1947. 
 iiThere is some debate over congressional intent to delegate covert action to the CIA. For an argument in favor of the CIA’s implied legislative authority to conduct 
covert action, see Clark Clifford with Richard Holbrooke, Counsel to the President: A Memoir (New York: Random House, 1991), 169-70. For an argument against, 
see Document 241. Memorandum from the General Counsel of the Central Intelligence Agency (Houston) to Director of Central Intelligence Hillenkoetter, Foreign 
Relations of the United States, 1945-1950, Emergence of the Intelligence Establishment.
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